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ABSTRACT 

In March, 1989, the Midwest Archeological Center conducted 
excavations inside Historic Structure 4, the New Commissary, at 
Fort Larned National Historic Site, Kansas. The excavations were 
intended to mitigate the impact from the planned adaptive restora­
tion of the structure. The excavations succeeded in determining 
the depth of fill deposited after the close of the military-period, 
locating remnant segments of the floor joist supports, and locating 
a single post feature which dates to the military-period or 
earlier. Artifacts were mixed with regard to temporal period, and 
may have been introduced into the structure along with the fill. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In March, 1989, a crew from the Midwest Archeological Center 
conducted excavations inside Historic Structure 4 (HS-4), the New 
Commissary, at Fort Larned National Historic Site, Kansas (Figures 
1 and 2). Plans to restore a portion of the structure as a 
schoolroom and to adapt the rest of the structure as a curatorial 
facility and washroom called for the removal of up to three feet 
of deposits from the floor of the structure. The excavations were 
intended to determine whether the deposits contained intact 
military-period features and artifacts and to mitigate the impact 
of construction on such features and artifacts. 

The New Commissary was built in 1867 and 1868, 10 years before 
Fort Larned was closed. Subseguent owners of the fort remodeled 
the buildings, gutting the interior of HS-4 and removing its 
original wood floor. A concrete floor, poured sometime during the 
first half of the nineteenth century, was removed in 1987 as an 
initial step in restoring the structure. 

Investigations conducted during removal of the concrete floor 
showed that the fill exposed below the floor consisted of several 
layers. It was not clear, however, whether military-period 
deposits remained intact in the layers. 

To determine the existence of military-period deposits, the 
1989 crew sampled the fill inside HS-4, excavating 273 sq ft out 
of a total of 2,187 sq ft. Excavations showed that an average of 
20 in of fill, accrued since the removal of the original wood 
floor, covered the native prairie soil. Excavations uncovered the 
remains of the sandstone floor joist supports and only one other 
feature datable to the military period or earlier. Artifacts were 
confined primarily to the fill. 



Figure 1. Overview of Fort Lamed National Historic Site. 
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Figure 2. HS-4—exterior view, east side. 

Figure 3. HS-4—interior before excavation, view to south. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF FORT LARNED AND THE NEW COMMISSARY 

Fort Larned 

In 1860, Fort Larned was established at its present location 
to protect commerce and traffic on the Santa Fe trail. During that 
decade, its function expanded to include distribution of Indian 
annuities. Troops garrisoned there participated in several Indian 
"campaigns." 

Until 1866, Fort Larned was considered a temporary encampment. 
But in that year, renewed Indian activity and the return of troops 
following the Civil War prompted the upgrading of the fort to 
permanent status. The original adobe structures were replaced with 
stone structures. HS-4, the New Commissary, was one of the last 
of these stone structures to be built. Started in late 1867, it 
was completed in 1868. 

By the early 1870s, the importance of Fort Larned was eclipsed 
by two factors: the decline of Indian threats and the replacement 
of traffic along the Santa Fe trail with the use of the Atchison, 
Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad. The fort was closed in 1878, but was 
protected by a small garrison until it was transferred to the 
Government Land Office in 1883. 

The years from 1883 to 1902 saw the fort's ownership change 
hands several times. In 1902, the Frizell family purchased the 
property, and during a period of over sixty years, remodeled the 
fort extensively to accommodate their ranching operations. The 
fort gained status as a National Historic Site in 1964 and in 1967 
was purchased by the National Park Service. Shortly thereafter, 
plans were developed to restore the standing stone structures. The 
latest portion of this effort is the adaptive restoration of the 
interior of HS-4. 

The New Commissary 

The New Commissary was among the last of the stone structures 
to be built at Fort Larned. Begun in the fall of 1867 and com­
pleted almost a year later in 1868, the sandstone block structure 
measures 84 ft 5 in x 30 ft 4 in on its exterior. Both east and 
west elevations had three windows, with two on the north elevation. 
The structure had two doors: one on the west elevation at the north 
end, and a double door on the south end of the east elevation. Two 
stone chimneys surmounted the roof (National Park Service n.d.:31). 

The building was divided with frame walls into three rooms 
with a large central room serving as the commissary storeroom. 
The smaller north and south rooms housed an office and the 



officers' stores, respectively. The structure was also used to 
store ammunition and equipment (National Park Service n.d.:35). 
During a cholera outbreak in 1870, a shortage of hospital space 
necessitated the temporary use of the New Commissary as an overflow 
hospital (Wagner 1976:5). By 1871, the office at the north end of 
the structure was converted to a schoolroom (Albright and Scott 
1974:91). 

Following transfer of Fort Larned to civilian ownership, and 
sometime during the first two decades of the twentieth century, 
the New Commissary building was completely gutted. A new metal 
roof was added and the building was joined to the former shops 
building (HS-3) to the north by a large shed. At some point, a 
concrete floor was added. While other structures at the fort are 
known to have been used during the ranch-period to house livestock 
or store equipment, no record is available to indicate what purpose 
HS-4 served. 

During the 1950s the building was used as barracks-style 
housing by visiting youth groups. By this time, the double doorway 
on the west elevation had been widened and the opposite door had 
been lowered to the level of the concrete floor. The latter 
provided entrance to washroom facilities which had been installed 
in that end of the building (Wagner 1976, part 3:6). During the 
1960s, a local Boy Scout group, intending to replicate a tunnel 
wrongly supposed to have lead to the blockhouse, constructed such 
a tunnel with a stairway entrance inside the southeast corner of 
the HS-4. In 1968, an accident involving a crane boom destroyed 
the roof and damaged the concrete floor. The metal roof was 
replaced with the current wooden roof, and the repair of the floor 
occasioned the filling in and covering of the tunnel stairway as 
well. 

From 1969 to 1987, HS-4 served the Historic Site as a main­
tenance shop. During this period, the exterior of the building 
was gradually restored to its military-period appearance, with 
doorways restored to their original size and position. In 1987, 
the concrete floor was removed as an initial step in the interior 
restoration of the structure. 
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PREVIOUS INVESTIGATIONS 

Archeological investigations to locate foundations of non-
standing structures were conducted during the 1960s. The results 
of those investigations remain unpublished. It was not until 1972, 
however, that formal excavations were begun (Scott 1973). Since 
that time, all standing structures, many non-standing structures, 
and features such as parade ground paths, dumps, and surface drains 
have been formally investigated (Pertulla and Shaw 1980:93-102). 

Archeological investigations have been conducted at HS-4 on 
two previous occasions. The first was in 1974 when Scott excavated 
a trench along the exterior of the structure's west wall near the 
southwest corner. The trench showed the foundation to be con­
structed of six courses of irregular sandstone block. The base of 
the foundation was set in sterile clay, 24.5 in below the present 
surface (Scott 1975:16). 

The second investigation was conducted in 1987 when Griffin 
monitored the removal of the concrete floor and the plumbing from 
the south half of the building (Griffin 1987). 

Removal of the concrete exposed a dirt surface of uniform, 
compact pale brown silt (Figure 3). Its level relative to the 
position of the floor sill, joist pockets, and mopboard nailers, 
all visible in the walls of the structure, indicated the existing 
dirt surface was approximately two feet below the level of the 
original wood floor. Clearly, at least the upper portions of 
supports for floor joists, or any other subfloor foundations such 
as might have been laid for walls or chimneys, were destroyed 
following the removal of the wood floor. 

Soil cores taken in the northern portion of the building and 
profiles of the plumbing trenches in the southern part showed that 
the depth of the fill varied but averaged two feet below the 
surface and covered dark brown to very dark grayish-brown silty 
clay, apparently the native prairie soil. Whether the original 
prairie grade or the surface on which the structure was built, was 
intact was not evident. This surface would have carried any 
interior foundations (joist supports) and would have collected 
objects deposited during construction or which later happened to 
fall through floorboards. 



FIELD METHODS 

Interior restoration plans for HS-4 called for the removal of 
approximately 1 ft 8 in of fill along the east and west walls and 
up to 3 ft along the middle of the structure. This would likely 
affect any portions of the military-period surface and features 
that had not been obliterated by ranch-period (1883-1967) activi­
ties. Goals of the 1989 excavations were to determine whether 
military period deposits and features remained intact and to 
mitigate the loss of any military period deposits by sampling them. 

Since restoration activities would disturb deposits throughout 
the building, excavations were distributed throughout but placed 
in areas where military-period features were most likely to be 
preserved. Test units were placed as follows (Figure 4): 

-in suspected locations of joist supports; 

-in the suspected locations of interior walls and 
chimneys to locate evidence of any subfloor foundations; 
and 

-along walls, where unanticipated military-period 
features and artifacts would have received the greatest 
protection from ranch-period disturbance. 

Much of the southern portion of the structure was excluded 
from excavation, since the fill in this area had sustained repeated 
disturbance, following the military-period, from plumbing installa­
tion and renovation, excavation and refilling of the Boy Scout 
tunnel, and repair of the damaged concrete floor. Furthermore, at 
the time of our investigations, a 16 ft x 12 ft platform supporting 
temporary washroom facilities stood in the structure's southwest 
corner. For these reasons, approximately 430 sq ft were eliminated 
from the 2,187 sq ft interior, leaving 1,755 sq ft to sample. 

Sampling was initiated with 3 ft x 3 ft units which allowed 
the determination of the depth of the ranch-period fill, and the 
position of the joist supports remnants. Trenches, 2 ft wide and 
of varying lengths, were then placed to expose longer segments of 
the joist support remnants and portions of the exterior wall 
foundation and to clarify the stratigraphy throughout the struc­
ture. 

Units and trenches were excavated to an average depth of 26 in 
below the surface—generally 6 in into sterile native prairie soil. 
This permitted the location of the base of the joist supports and 
helped to insure the recovery of artifacts which might have moved 
from trampling or other natural processes downward into the soil. 
A single 3 ft x 3 ft unit was placed near the center of the 
building and excavated to 3 ft below the surface—the expected 



Figure 4. Plan of the interior of HS-4, showing locations of 
excavations and features. 
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depth of disturbance at that location. Two 2-ft-wide trenches 
(Trench 1, east and west) were excavated adjoining Unit 13 on the 
east and west sides and extending to the east and west walls of the 
building. This permitted the examination of the base of the wall 
foundation at two locations. The north profiles of Unit 13 and 
Trench 1 together provided a stratigraphic cross section of the 
building. 

Matrix was removed from excavation units by skim shoveling. 
In the 3 ft x 3 ft units, this was initiated in 3-in levels and 
increased to 6-in levels when it became apparent that the depth of 
the ranch-period fill was greater than anticipated. Trenches were 
excavated in natural levels. In the first units excavated (units 
1-6) one-third of the matrix was screened to recover artifacts 
which might aid in determining the depth of the ranch-period fill 
and identifying any episodes within it. When it became possible 
to distinguish the fill zone from the native prairie soil beneath, 
the fill was discarded without screening. Artifacts recovered 
while skim shoveling were collected. 

A total of 273 sq ft in 24 units and trenches was excavated. 
These units and trenches consisted of: 

13 3 ft x 3 ft square units; 
1 3 ft x 2 ft unit; 
1 2 ft x 5 ft trench; 
6 2 ft x 5 ft trenches; 
1 2 ft x 10 ft trench; and 
2 2 ft x 12 ft trenches. 



INVESTIGATION RESULTS 

Stratigraphy 

The sediments in the floor of HS-4 could be broadly divided 
into fill accrued during the ranch-period and the native prairie 
soil. The fill consisted of fill zones A, B, and C. The native 
prairie soil is that upon which the New Commissary was constructed. 

The fill extended to an average depth of 20 in below the 
surface, but reached as deep as 26 in in the north-central portion 
of the building as is visible in the profiles of Unit 13 and Trench 
1 (Figure 5). 

Fill Zone A averaged 14 in to 16 in in depth and included up 
to four layers of compact sand, ranging in color from dark brown, 
yellowish-brown, to brownish-gray. The character of this zone in 
the southern part of the structure differed from that in the 
northern part of the structure in several respects: in the 
southern part of the building (Units 15-17 and Trench 5), Fill 
Zone A was more sandy and less compact at the surface and more 
homogeneous. This is likely a result of repeated disturbance in 
this part of the building. In addition, the profiles in these 
southernmost units displayed thin lenses of chalky white specks at 
about 8 in below the surface. 

Fill Zone B consisted of dark brown to dark yellowish- or 
grayish-brown sandy clay from 4 in to 9 in thick, extending to an 
average depth of 18 in below the surface. In the northern part of 
the building (in Units 1-13, Trenches 1 and 3), Fill Zone B had an 
irregular surface and contained fibrous organic material, pre­
sumably from manure (Figure 6). Trench 1 revealed that the brown 
clay from the surface of Fill Zone B was "smeared" into the sand 
at the base of Fill Zone A (Figure 5). 

Fill Zone C was a thin zone (1 in or less) of dark grayish-
brown clay with a sticky or greasy texture. In the north and south 
profiles of Trench 1, this zone was present at both the east and 
west ends of the profile but was missing—apparently truncated— 
across the center (Figure 5). This suggests that the addition of 
Fill Zone B was preceded by the removal of Fill Zone C in some 
parts of the structure. 

The fill contained a variety of construction/architectural 
material as well as bone, charcoal, coal, unidentified ferrous 
metal, and small amounts of whiteware, stoneware, and bottle glass. 



Figure 5. Trench 1, north profile. 

5 • Dark Brown (10YR3/3) Compact Clay 

6 - Dark Brown (10YR4/5) Clay 

7 - Yellowish-Brown (10YR5/4) Silty Clay 

8 - Dark Yellowish-Brown (10YR3/4) Compact Silty Clay 
o 3ft. 
I i i I 

Figure 6. West side of Trench 1, north profile. 
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1 - Light Brownish-Gray (10YR6/2) Silty Sand 

2 - Yellowish-Brown (10YR5/4) Silty Sand 

3 - Brown/Dark Brown (10YR4/3) Silty Sand 
Smeared With Dark Yellowish-Brown (10YR3/4) 
Silty Clay From Underlying Stratum 

4 - Dark Yellowish-Brown (10YR3/4) Silty Clay With Manure 


